Will Obama be Netanyahu's downfall?

Barack Obama's perceived tilt towards the Arab world has left Israel's fragile coalition government reeling
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Israeli alarm is growing over Barack Obama's perceived tilt away from the Jewish state and towards its historic Arab foes. Whether this shift is merely tactical, and related to the peace process,or of longer-term strategic significance, is actively debated. But the White House's changing outlook will be on display on Thursday when the US leader embraces Hosni Mubarak in Cairo.

Egypt's president is the authoritarian leader of a police state. While Obama symbolises equality, opportunity and democratic legitimacy, Mubarak represents an oligarchic ruling elite whose power is secured by a permanent state of emergency, arrest without trial, fear and torture. Human Rights Watch this week listed the systematic abuses that keep Mubarak in power.

Ayman Nour, Mubarak's opponent in 2005's fiddled presidential election, was released from jail before the Obama visit. He now believes he would be safer behind bars after he was attacked in the street, a not uncommon fate for establishment critics. "I'm denied all rights ... I am stalked by the police ... There is no ceiling to the injustice and revenge of this regime," he told the Los Angeles Times.

Obama officials say the choice of Cairo for his kiss-and-make-up speech to the Muslim world does not amount to an endorsement of Egypt's unlovely government. Hillary Clinton, the secretary of state, last week met members of Egyptian pro-democracy groups (but not the Muslim Brotherhood, the biggest, banned opposition party). She urged Egypt to "exhibit more respect for human rights".

But Clinton's meeting in Washington looked like a way of avoiding embarrassing encounters in Cairo with people such as Nour, who has not been invited to meet Obama. Ignoring the likely charge, routinely levelled at his Oval office predecessors, that he is propping up Arab dictators who oppress the very Muslim populations he seeks to befriend, Obama praised Mubarak this week as a "stalwart ally".

The Obama-Mubarak encounter will follow closely a notably amicable summit last week with Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian president, who was showered with praise by the US leader. Obama is also travelling to Saudi Arabia on Wednesday. One aim is to elicit conciliatory "gestures" by King Abdullah that may help persuade Israel to unblock the peace process. But viewed from Tel Aviv, the Riyadh visit, plus Israel's absence from the White House travel schedule, looks like more unsettling Obama-Arab cosy cuddling.

The contrast with Obama's increasingly abrasive treatment of Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, is striking. Since their mostly unproductive meeting in Washington last month, Obama and his acolytes have taken to almost daily, public exhortations to Netanyahu to meet his "roadmap obligations" and freeze all settlement activity, without exceptions, in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. They argue a settlement freeze is essential if the peace process is to be revived.

Israel's response has grown increasingly frenetic. Senior Israeli officials, including Dan Meridor, the deputy PM, and Uzi Arad, the national security adviser, met secretly in London last week with George Mitchell, Obama's Middle East envoy. But Mitchell was unflinching and the talks flopped. Now Ehud Barak, Israel's defence minister, is in Washington, trying to find some give in the US position – so far without success.

Obama is adamant he will strongly uphold the US-Israel security alliance. But when it comes to the peace process, Israeli officials complain he has reneged on a secret understanding with George Bush, in which the US publicly condemned settlement expansion while privately accepting "natural" growth. Obama is also said to have scrapped a "gentlemen's agreement" with Ariel Sharon, the former prime minister, that Israel could expect to retain major West Bank settlements in any future peace deal.

Added to all this, a slackening in support from pro-Israel members of the US Congress, who have bought Obama's argument that ending the Israel-Palestine conflict is in the US national security interest, has left Netanyahu reeling, observers say. "Looking for loopholes and hidden agreements that have often existed in the past with Washington, [Netanyahu] has been flummoxed by an unusually united line [on settlements]," said Laura Rozen in Foreign Policy magazine. Reports that Washington may squeeze Israel by withholding habitual diplomatic backing at the UN and by conditioning its financial support are adding to the pressure.

"What the hell do they want from me?" an exasperated Netanyahu recently asked a colleague, Rozen reported. He played the Iran card in Washington, but it didn't work. Obama seems to means what he says. And dismantling a few West Bank outposts is not enough. Something will have to give soon – and there is speculation that it will be Netanyahu, whose fragile rightwing coalition probably could not survive major concessions on settlements.

Obama's tilt may have some surprising consequences. One could be regime change in Israel.
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